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(57) A method and apparatus for controlling con- 
gestion at a node in a data network. The node includes 
an input for receiving traffic units from the network, an 
output for releasing traffic units to the network and a 
control unit. The control unit is responsible for estimat- 
ing a level of data occupancy of at least a portion of the 
network by looking at the traffic units received at the 
input from a remote node in the network. When the data 
occupancy level reaches a certain threshold, the node 
issues a control signal to the remote node such that the 
remote node lowers its rate of traffic units input in the 
network. By estimating the network data occupancy 
level, congestion at the node can be effectively foreseen 
and controlled. 
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[0001] The present invention relates to the field of 
digital data transmission. More specifically, it pertains to 
a method and apparatus for forecasting and controlling s 
congestion within a data transport network, such as a 
standard routed network or an add/drop packet net- 

[0002] Within a data transport network, it is desira- 
ble that bandwidth sharing between the network trunks io 
be wen managed so as to avoid congestion. In the sim- 
plest form, this means that trunks sharing a section of 
the physical transport medium should all be able to qet 
a reasonable share of the bandwidth at that point 
[0003] Prior art mechanisms for avoiding conges- is 
tion w,th,n a data network include a centralized man- 
agement scheme or a complex system for interchange 
of information implemented within the transport net- 
work. One such system for interchange of information is 

ZZT ,0 h ,h \ bidding ,or space on the « 

transport medium by the various network nodes where 
he bidding performed by a particular node is based on 
the amount of data traffic at that particular node The 
amount of data traffic may be evaluated on the basis of 
queue length at the particular node. Unfortunately, such 25 
schemes do not cater to the fact that the data sources 
nodes) are themselves adaptive and that queue 
lengths at the inputs to the transport medium are not an 
indication of potential demand. This reduces the effec- 
tiveness and accurateness of these congestion mecha- 30 
n.sms, such that congestion may still exist within the 
transport network. 

[0004] Within a standard routed network, it is typical 
or a router to buffer all of its through traffic along with its 

£1 h' C ; BUffer tri " erS Packet ,0SS ' whfc » *• turn as 
signals data sources to slow down. Another existing 

mechanism for implementing congestion control 
nvolves the monitoring of the average buffer fill such 
hat discard may be effected before the buffer overflows 
Unfortunately, such data buffering causes important ,0 
latency wrth.n the network, as well as high-speed stor- 
age costs and loss of data at the router. 
[0005] There exists a need in the industry to provide 

wL'ZhT n T hanism f ° r COn,rol,in 9 co "g^tion 
within a data network. 

[0006] According to a first aspect of the invention 
there ,s P rov.ded a node for use in a data network, said 
node comprising: 



said control unit being operative to generate a con- 
trol signal instrumental to cause a reduction in the 
data occupancy level. 



an input for receiving traffic units from a first remote so 
node; 

an output for releasing traffic units to a second 
remote node; 

a control unit coupled to said input for estimating a 
data occupancy level of at least a portion of the 55 
data network based at least on a rate of traffic units 
passing from said input to said output, when the 
data occupancy level reaches a certain threshold 



[0007] The node of the invention enables a level of 
data occupancy of at least a portion of the network to be 
estimated by looking at the traffic units received from a 
remote node in the network. The level of data occu- 
pancy ,s representative of the amount of data being ear- 
ned by the network portion being evaluated and reflects 
the level of congestion in the network portion of interest 
By estimating the network data occupancy level con- 
gestion at the node can be effectively foreseen and 
appropriate action taken in an attempt to avoid it or at 
least limit it. 

[0008] | n a specjfic examp|e , he nQde eva|uates 
the data occupancy level of a certain portion of the net- 
work and compares it against a threshold. This thresh- 
old is dynamic and varies on the basis of the rate of 
release from that node of traffic units input in the node 
from a local source. When the threshold is exceeded 
the node issues a control signal that is sent to the 
remote node. The control signal is a congestion stamp 
placed I into a certain traffic unit before its release from 
the node into the network. The control signal is a notifi- 
cation to the remote node to reduce the output of traffic 
units into the network. 

[0009] The traffic units in the data network may be 
either user data packets, control packets or compound 
packets having a user data part and a control part The 
user data packets and the user data parts of the com- 
pound packets carry mostly user payload data, such as 
speech samples, video samples or other. The control 
packets and control parts of the compound packets 
carry control information, such as source and destina- 
tion identifiers, control sequence numbers and reverse 
d.rection acknowledgements. In a specific example, the 
traffic units used to evaluate the data occupancy level 
within the network are control packets. 
[0010] The present invention also encompasses a 
method for controlling the congestion at a node in a data 
network. The method comprises the steps of estimating 
a data occupancy level of at least a portion of the data 
network based at least on a rate of traffic units passing 
from through the node, and taking an appropriate action 
m an attempt to reduce congestion (if congestion 

[0011] other aspects and features of the present 
invention will become apparent to those ordinarily 
skilled m the art upon review of the following description 
of specific embodiments of the invention in conjunction 
with the accompanying figures, in which: 

Figure 1 is a block diagram of an example of a ring- 
based data transport network; 
Figure 2 is a block diagram' of a transport node 
shown in Figure 1, in accordance with an embodi- 
ment of the present invention; 
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Figure 3 is a functional block diagram of the trans- 
port node shown in Figure 2; 
Figure 4 is a flowchart illustrating the operation of a 
program element in the transport node depicted in 
Figure 2, which implements the congestion assess- 
ment and operation of the transport node; 
Figure 5 illustrates a mechanism for forecasting 
congestion, in accordance with an embodiment of 
the present invention. 

[0012] In a specific example the present invention is 
implemented in a data transport network featuring a 
ring-based transport medium. Figure 1 illustrates a typ- 
ical ring-based transport network 100, where the trans- 
port ring 102 interconnects a plurality of nodes 104, 
106, 108, 110, 112 and 114. Each node includes an 
input/output pair corresponding to one direction of the 
ring 102, where the input is for receiving traffic units 
from the ring 102 and the output is for releasing traffic 
units to the ring 102. Each connection between an out- 
put of one node and an input node of another, remote 
node is defined as a trunk. Note that the endpoints of 
such a trunk may be referred to as sender (originator of 
the data be ing sent over the trunk) and receiver (desti- 
nation of the data being sent over the trunk). For exam- 
ple, the connection between output 118 of node 104 
(sender) and input 132 of node 112 (receiver) is a trunk 

A, while the connection between output 1 56 of node 1 08 
(sender) and input 142 of node 114 (receiver) is a trunk 

B. Since the transport ring 1 02 is a medium that is com- 
mon to all of the nodes, the trunks formed between 
these nodes must share the total bandwidth available 
over the transport ring 102. 

[0013] As shown in Figure 2, each of the transport 
ring 102 nodes generally includes a control unit 200 and 
a storage unit 202; assume for this example that we are 
looking at node 104. The control unit 200 includes a 
memory 204 and a processor 206, and is responsible 
for controlling the flow of traffic units inserted by the 
node 104 onto the transport ring 102. Control unit 200 
further implements a congestion control mechanism 
based on the amount of traffic being carried by the 
transport ring 102, such that congestion at the node is 
foreseen and avoided or at least reduced, as will be 
described in further detail below. In this specific exam- 
ple of implementation, the congestion control mecha- 
nism is implemented by software executed by the 
processor 206. The storage unit 202 includes a plurality 
of buffers (queues) for receiving and storing data arriv- 
ing at node 104 from local sources, where the traffic 
from these buffers is to be transported over respective 
trunks of the transport ring 1 02. The storage unit 202 is 
the actual physical storage facility where traffic units are 
handled. Although the memory 204 is also a physical 
storage device, it is used primarily for control purposes. 
This distinction is not critical to the present invention 
and an embodiment where a single storage medium is 
provided that combines the memory 204 and the stor- 



age unit 202 can clearly be envisaged. 
[0014] The traffic units in the data network may be 
either user data packets, control packets or compound 
packets having a user data part and a control part. The 

5 user data packets and the user data parts of the com- 
pound packets carry mostly user payload data, such as 
speech samples, video samples or other. The control 
packets and control parts of the compound packets 
carry control information, such as source and destina- 

w tion identifiers, control sequence numbers and reverse 
direction acknowledgements. Note that in addition to 
user payload data a user data packet may contain some 
form of control element, for example an identifier repre- 
sentative of a companion control packet. 

15 [0015] 1 The memory 204 of the control unit 200 
includes two queues 208 and 210, hereafter referred to 
as real buffer 208 and virtual buffer 210. The real buffer 
208 receives traffic units from the various local buffers 
of the storage unit 202, and provides a temporary stor- 

20 age mechanism for holding all traffic units for insertion 
onto the transport ring 102 until space is available on 
the ring 102. The virtual buffer 210 is used by the control 
unit 200 to determine whether congestion is or will be 
experienced by the node 104, and has an effective fill 

25 which is equivalent to the amount of space available on 
the ring 1 02, or data occupancy level on the ring 1 02 for 
receiving traffic from the node 104. The functionality of 
the virtual buffer 210 will be described in further detail 
below. The physical configuration of buffers 208 and 

30 210 does not need to be described in detail because 
such components are readily available in the market- 
place and the selection of the appropriate buffer mech- 
anism suitable for use in the present invention is well 
within the reach of a person skilled in the art. The mem- 

35 ory 204 also supports a TCP-like adaptive window for 
use by the control unit 200, as will be described in fur- 
ther detail below. 

[0016] The memory 204 further contains a program 
element that regulates the congestion control mecha- 

40 nism of the node 104. The program element is com- 
prised of individual instructions that are executed by the 
processor 206, for evaluating the link occupancy of the 
transport ring 1 02 and for reducing the likelihood of con- 
gestion at the node. This program element will be 

45 described in further detail below. 

[0017] A conventional IP network implements band- 
width sharing among host machines using the Transport 
Control Protocol (TCP). Although data flow in the net- 
work can be bi-directional, it is usual to refer to the orig- 

50 inator of a particular piece of data as the sender and the 
other end as the receiver. In TCP, the sender (sender 
host machine) constantly tests the network to see if 
more bandwidth is available and uses the loss of a 
packet determined by sequence numbers of TCP pack- 

55 ets as an indication to decrease its rate. The general 
characteristic of TCP is that it is self-clocking. That is to 
say, the sender will wait for an acknowledgement from 
the receiver for the packets already sent before sending 
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more packets. If the sender waited for each individual 
packet to be acknowledged than the maximum rate that 
the connection could achieve would be one packet per 
round trip time of the connection. To increase the send- 
ing rate while keeping the self-clocking nature of the 
protocol, the sender is allowed to send some number of 
packets while waiting for an earlier packet to be 
acknowledged. This number of packets is called the 
window. The receiver itself may constrain the size of the 
window in order to limit its buffer requirement. 
[001 8] The current size of the window is called the 
congestion window and can vary between one packet 
and the maximum that the receiver is prepared to 
accept. As the sender receives acknowledgements the 
window slides forward and also increases in size An 
increase in size allows the connection to run faster. If a 
packet is not acknowledged it will eventually be consid- 
ered lost and this loss is assumed to be a result of con- 
gestion at some merge point. The sender, in addition to 
re-transmitting the packet, will reduce the window size 
The slow and gradual increase in window size then 
begins again. 

[0019] An embodiment of the present invention 
uses a mechanism to implement congestion control at a 
node within a data transport network, where this mech- 
anism has some common points to the TCP process 
and is thus referred to as a TCP-like mechanism. Spe- 
cifically, the mechanism comprises the use of an adap- 
tive window scheme, such as that used in TCP, where 
the adaptive window scheme controls the real data 
transmission rates. The data occupancy level of the net- 
work is estimated and regularly updated, such that it 
may be used to adjust the window size. 
[0020] in a particular example of implementation of 
the present invention, the data network 100 implements 
a control overlay concept, whereby data control is 
detached from the user data itself. Unlike TCP where 
control information is embedded in the data packets the 
control overlay concept separates the control informa- 
tion from the user data. Specifically, for every user data 
packet sent over the transport ring 1 02, there is a corre- 
sponding control packet sent separately by the data 
control system, which itself emulates the topology of the 
data network. Note that this emulation of the data net- 
work topology may be effected by using the same phys- 
ical path of the ring 102 as that used by the data stream 
Alternatively, the control packets could use a physical 
path of the ring 102 that is separate from that used for 
transporting the actual user data, as long as the control 
packets travel in reasonable synchronism with the user 
data packets. Taking for example the trunk between 
sender 104 and receiver 1 12, for every user data packet 
sent by the sender 104 to the receiver 112, the control 
unit 200 will generate and send a control packet over 
he ring 102 towards the receiver 112, thus emulating 
the trunk. Alternatively, the user data packets and con- 
trol packets may be merged to form a compound packet 
where data control is embedded into the actual user 



data stream, as in the case of TCP. The control packet 
m a specific example, is a predefined sequence of bit 
fields containing, but not limited to: a busy/idle indicator 
for the ring slot of the corresponding data unit; source 
5 (sender) and destination (receiver) node identifiers- 
control sequence numbers; congestion notification- and 
reverse direction. 

[0021 J Assume hereinafter that both control pack- 
ets and user data packets form the body of traffic units 
10 transiting through the transport ring 102. data control 
information being separate from the user data stream 
itself. Each node in the ring-based transport network 
independently assesses the data occupancy level in the 
network and implements a congestion control mecha- 
« nism in response to this data occupancy level, in partic- 
ular if the data occupancy level signals the presence of 
congest,on at the particular node. Specific to the 
present invention, the control unit 200 of node 104 is 
operative to detect and foresee congestion at the node 
so 1 04, ,n response to which it will generate a control sig- 
nal. In the situation where the node 104 is experiencing 
congestion, this control signal is effective to reduce the 
level congestion. In the situation where the node 104 
will be experiencing congestion in the future, this control 
» s.gnal is effective to reduce the likelihood of congestion 
developing at the node 1 04. 

[0022] In a specific example, the control signal gen- 
erated by the control unit 200 takes the form of a con- 
gestion stamp applied to a control packet released from 
30 the node 104 to the transport ring 102. Specifically 
each control packet has a congestion notification field 
As control packets are released in the network this field 
is set to a default value "not congested". An intermedi- 
ate node on the path of the trunk followed by a control 
35 packet can apply a congestion stamp to the control 
packet by setting the bits in the congestion notification 
field of a control packet to "congested", thus indicating 
that congestion is being experienced or is being fore- 
casted at the intermediate node. 
w [0023] At the receiving end of the trunk, the receiver 
will check control packets for this congestion stamp and 
•f detected, will pass it back to the sender using an out- 
going control packet travelling in the reverse direction 
over the transport ring 102. More specifically, upon 
45 receiving a control packet over the transport ring 1 02 a 
transport node will check the destination node identifier 
(rece,ver address) stored in a predetermined field of the 
control packet. If the destination node identifier corre- 
sponds to that particular transport node, the control 
so packet will then be checked for a congestion stamp 
Upon detection of such a stamp, the source node iden- 
tifier (sender address) will be read from the control 
packet and the congestion stamp transmitted back to 
the sender using an outgoing control packet traveling in 
55 the direction of the sender. 

[0024] Note that the receiver is a node that is the 
intended recipient of the user data packet associated 
with the control packet. In that sense the receiver is dif- 



7 



EP 1 061 698 A2 



8 



ferent from the intermediate nodes since it generates an 
acknowledgement for the user data packet (the outgo- 
ing control packet mentioned above) to signal to the 
sender that the information has been correctly received. 
Such acknowledgement provides a convenient mecha- 
nism to transfer back to the sender the congestion 
stamp acquired by the control packet during its transit 
through one or more intermediate nodes. Thus, when 
the sender of the control packet receives the acknowl- 
edgment (control packet issued by the receiver), it is 
notified that congestion exists or is developing in the 
network. In response to this congestion stamp, the 
sender can reduce its rate of release of traffic units into 
the network in order to reduce the congestion. 
[0025] Typically only a small percentage of the con- 
trol packets are marked with congestion stamps. This 
isolation between the control information and the actual 
data stream accommodates implementations such as 
optical networks where the data control system can be 
run on a low speed system while the real data can 
exploit high speed, fixed-length parallel transfers. Other 
implementations provided for include packet-based sys- 
tems with variable length packets. The size of the data 
packet can be freely chosen as long as it allows for con- 
trol information (control packets) to be received often 
enough to suit the goal of the control loop (i.e. the round 
trip control loop timing of the system). Note that config- 
uring different data packet sizes for different trunks is 
one way to bias the sharing of available bandwidth 
between the trunks. 

[0026] When the sender 104 receives a control 
packet marked with a congestion stamp from the 
receiver 1 1 2, it will reduce the size of the TCP-like adap- 
tive window, thus reducing its data-sending rate. The 
sender 1 04 is aware of the round trip control time for the 
trunk and need only react to one congestion stamp in 
that time period. In a preferred embodiment of the 
present invention, the adaptive window control algo- 
rithm implemented by the transport ring nodes is based 
on the above-described TCP model of multiplicative 
decrease and additive increase. Specifically, the sender 
104 will progressively increase its data-sending rate 
until a congestion stamp is received, at which point it will 
reduce its data sending rate. In the absence of further 
congestion stamps, the sender 104 will again start pro- 
gressively increasing its data-sending rate. This algo- 
rithm will not be described in further detail, as it is well 
documented and well known to those skilled in the art. It 
should be noted that there are many alternative algo- 
rithms for use in implementing the adaptive window con- 
trol algorithm, also included within the scope of the 
present invention. 

[0027] in a specific example of implementation, the 
transport ring 1 02 is a slotted ring, wherein each slot on 
the ring 102 represents a user data packet Generally, a 
slotted ring's data control system involves the use of an 
information "header", travelling in parallel with the user 
data packet and carrying basic information such as 



whether the slot is in use and, if in. use, the destination 
node (receiver) to which it is being sent. This header 
may also carry the control packet that can be marked at 
any node to indicate congestion. 

5 [0028] As it was generally discussed earlier, the 
control unit 200 of a node assesses congestion by first 
determining the data occupancy level of the transport 
ring 1 02. This data occupancy level is then compared to 
a threshold level, where the threshold level is dynamic 

w and varies on the basis of the rate of release of data 
packets from the real buffer 208 (local sending rate). 
Figure 3 is a functional illustration of the transport node 
104, specifically intended to depict how the data occu- 
pancy level is established and how congestion is fore- 

15 casted. The control unit 200 checks the incoming 
information headers at a monitoring point 300 and, for 
each slot, updates a history of slot status maintained in 
memory 204. The history of slot status maintained in 
memory 204 includes the number of busy slots passing 

20 the monitoring point as well as the number of available 
slots passing the monitoring point, where these varia- 
bles are reset upon the expiration of one round trip time 
of the transport ring 102. When updating the history in 
memory 204, the control unit 200 treats each idle or pre- 

25 viously marked slot as available and all others as busy. 
Note that a marked slot will result in at least one availa- 
ble slot in the next period. Thus, this history reveals the 
data occupancy level of the transport ring 102, that is 
the amount of data being carried by the transport ring 

30 1 02. The number of available slots occurring in a period 
equal to one round trip time for the ring is used to pro- 
duce an effective "fill" of the virtual buffer 210 in memory 
204, where having no available slots is equivalent to 
having 100% fill. 

35 [0029] If the virtual buffer 210 fill is below the 
threshold level, such that the number of available slots 
on the transport ring 102 is adequate to handle all the 
traffic that the node 104 wants to send in that period, 
then there is no congestion. If the number is not ade- 

40 quate, and the fill is above the threshold level, then con- 
gestion notification must be invoked, by marking an 
outgoing control packet with a congestion stamp at a 
marking point 302. Note that the available slot require- 
ment for transport node 104, that is the threshold level, 

45 is based on the current sending rate of the node 1 04, or 
on a future projection of this sending rate. The earlier 
described adaptive window control algorithm ensures 
that the TCP-like adaptive window growth is very gentle 
so that the number of available slots seen during one 
50 round trip time of the transport ring 1 02 can be used to 
project the number available in the next round trip time. 
[0030] The threshold level is dynamic in that it 
reflects the amount of local data that the node is desir- 
ous of inputting to the network. The more local data 
55 there is to be released by the node 1 04 to the transport 
ring 102, the lesser the data occupancy level needed to 
trigger the congestion control mechanism. Conse- 
quently, the threshold level decreases with an increased 
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amount of local data for release by the node 1 04 to the 
transport ring 102. 

[0031] While implemented separately from the 
above-described congestion assessment operation it 
should be noted that if an information header is indica- s 
live of an idle slot, the control unit 200 generates and 
inserts a control packet into the information header for 
transmission over the transport ring 102. In addition a 
data packet from the real buffer 108 is inserted into the 
corresponding parallel idle slot for transmission over the w 
transport ring 102. 

[0032] Figure 4 provides a complete flowchart illus- 
tranng an example of the operation of the program ele- 
ment stored in the memory 204 of the control unit 200 
and executed by the processor 206, that regulates the is 
congestion control mechanism of the transport node 
104. At step 402, the control unit 200 monitors the infor- 
mat.on headers (control traffic) passing through trans- 
port node 104. For each information header, the control 
unrt 200 checks to see if the header is marked as being 20 
■die or not and updates the history maintained in mem- 
ory 204 accordingly, at step 404. Based on this history, 
the number of slots available in a period equal to one 
round trip time of the ring 102 is determined and the 
effective fill of virtual buffer 21 0 is updated at step 406 25 
At step 408, the control unit 200 assesses its conges- 
tion situation, using the fill of virtual buffer 210 (data 
occupancy level) and the threshold level, itself based on 
he current data sending rate of the transport node 104 
f the space required on the transport ring 102 based on 30 
the current data sending rate is greater than the availa- 
ble space on the transport ring 102, such that the effec- 
tive fill of virtual buffer 210 is above the threshold level 
an outgoing control packet is marked with a congestion 
stamp at step 410. 

[0033] in order to ensure that the transport ring 1 02 
is operated at close to 100% usage for maximum effi- 
ciency, a mechanism may be used to gradually increase 
the congestion marking probability, such as is used in 
Random Early Detection (RED). In a particular embodi- ao 
ment, the 1 00% fill of virtual buffer 21 0 is equated to the 
maximum threshold of RED (MAXth), while the mini- 
mum threshold (MINth) is calculated by subtracting the 
projected local requirement from MAXth, as shown in 
Figure 5. Also, as in RED, the buffer fill can be calcu- 45 
lated as a weighted average over several round trip 
times. Since RED is well documented and known to 
those skilled in the art, it will not be described in further 2 
detail. " 

[0034] Taking for example the slotted ring, the con- 50 
trol loop round trip time is identical for all transport 
nodes and bandwidth sharing between nodes is gener- 
ally quite fair. In other add/drop networks, some correc- 3 
tion factors may be required to ensure fair sharing or as 
suggested earlier, to deliberately bias sharing toward 55 
part.cular trunks. The sharing properties may be biased 
by adjusting round trip times or by allocating some 4 
trunks larger data units. In a particular example of a slot- 



ted ring network, the sender node for a particular trunk 
could be allowed to insert non-modifiable control pack- 
ets with the basic data packets. If one normal control 
packet is sent for every three non-modifiable control 
packets then the trunk has an effective data packet of 
four times the basic data packet, thus providing the 
trunk with a greater share of the bandwidth over the 
transport medium. 

[0035] in an alternative embodiment, the above- 
descr.bed control overlay concept and use of a virtual 
buffer to perform congestion assessment at a transport 
node may be implemented within a standard routed net- 
work. Specifically, at each network router congestion 
may be foreseen and reduced without causing network 
latency due to data buffering. Rather than buffering all 
data flowing through the network and using the buffer fill 
to trigger packet loss, the virtual buffer having a fill rep- 
resentative of the transport medium data occupancy 
level may be used to implement the congestion control 
mechanism. Further, the transport medium data occu- 
pancy level may be determined by monitoring the con- 
trol system, itself de-coupled from the data transport 
system. p 

[0036] The above description of a preferred embod- 
iment under the present invention should not be read in 
a hm.tat.ve manner as refinements and variations are 
possible without departing from the scope of the inven- 
tion, as defined in the appended claims. 

Claims 

1. A node for use in a data network, said node com- 
prising: 

- an input for receiving traffic units from a first 
remote node; 

- an output for releasing traffic units to a second 
remote node; 

- a control unit coupled to said input for estimat- 
ing a data occupancy level of at least a portion 
of the data network based at least on a rate of 
traffic units passing from said input to said out- 
put, when the data occupancy level reaches a 
certain threshold said control unit being opera- 
tive to generate a control signal instrumental to 
cause a reduction in the data occupancy level. 

A node as defined in claim 1, wherein said traffic 
un.ts are selected from the group consisting of user 
data packets, control packets and compound pack- 
ets including a user data part and a control part. 

A node as defined in claim 1 or 2, wherein said con- 
trol signal is directed to a remote node issuing traf- 
fic units towards said input. 

A node as defined in claim 1, 2 or 3, wherein said 
input is a first input, said node further comprising a 
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second input for receiving traffic units from a local 
source for transmission to a remote node in the net- 
work. 



A node as defined in claim 4, wherein said certain 
threshold is dynamic and varies on the basis of the 
rate of release from said node of the traffic units 
received at said second input. 



14. A method for controlling congestion at a node in a 
data network, said node comprising: 

an input for receiving traffic units from a first 
remote node; 

an output for releasing traffic units to a second 

remote node; 

said method comprising: 



6. A node as defined in claim 5, wherein said traffic io 
units received from a local source for transmission 
to a remote node in the network are user data pack- 
ets. 

7. A node as defined in claim 5 or 6, wherein said con- 15 
trol signal includes a congestion stamp placed into 
a certain traffic unit released from said output. 



8. A node as defined in claim 7, wherein said certain 
traffic unit includes a source identifier and a desti- 
nation identifier, the destination identifier designat- 
ing a downstream remote node of the network, the 
source identifier designating an upstream remote 
node of the network, upon reception of the certain 
traffic unit at the downstream remote node said 
congestion stamp being transmitted to the 
upstream remote node. 

9. A node as defined in claim 8, wherein said control 
unit is responsive to a congestion stamp received 
from a remote node in the network and associated 
to a user data packet originating from said node to 
reduce a rate of release from said node of the traffic 
units received at said second input. 

10. A node as defined in claim 9, wherein said control 
unit is operative to progressively increase a rate of 
release from said node of the traffic units received 
at said second input until a congestion stamp is 
received from a remote node in the network. 

11. A node as defined in claim 1 0, wherein each of said 
traffic units received at said first input is either one 
of a user data packet and a control packet, the con- 
trol packets being associated with respective use 
data packet and being transmitted separately from 
the user data packets in the network. 

12. A node as defined in claim 1 1 , wherein said control 
unit estimates a data occupancy level of at least a 
portion of the data network based at least on a rate 
of control packets passing from said first input to 
said output. 

13. A node as defined in claim 9, wherein the conges- 
tion stamp is carried by a control packet received 
from a remote node in the network. 



a) estimating a data occupancy level of at 
least a portion of the data network based 
at least on a rate of traffic units passing 
from said input to said output; 

b) when the data occupancy level reaches 
a certain threshold generating a control 
signal instrumental to cause a reduction in 
the data occupancy level. 

15. A method as defined in claim 14, wherein said traf- 
20 fic units are selected from the group consisting of 

user data packets, control packets and compound 
packets including a data part and a control part. 

16. A method as defined in claim 14 or 15, wherein said 
25 control signal is directed to a remote node issuing 

traffic units towards said input. 

17. A method as defined in claim 14, 15 or 16, wherein 
said input is a first input, said node further compris- 

30 ing a second input for receiving traffic units from a 
local source for transmission to a remote node in 
the data network. 

18. A method as defined in claim 17, wherein said cer- 
35 tain threshold is dynamic, said method comprising 

varying said threshold on a basis of a rate of 
release from said node of traffic units received at 
said second input. 

40 19. A method as defined in claim 1 7, wherein the traffic 
units received at said second input are user data 
packets. 

20. A method as defined in claim 17, wherein the con- 
45 trol signal includes a congestion stamp placed into 

a certain traffic unit released from said output. 

21. A method as defined in claim 20, wherein said cer- 
tain traffic unit includes a source identifier and a 

so destination identifier, the destination identifier des- 
ignating a downstream remote node of the network, 
the source identifier designating an upstream 
remote node of the network, upon reception of the 
certain traffic unit at the downstream remote node 

55 the congestion stamp being transmitted to the 
upstream remote node. 

22. A method as defined in claim 21 , said method com- 
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prising reducing a rate of release from said node of 
the traffic units received at said second input in 
response to a congestion stamp received from a 
remote node in the network. 

23. A method as defined in claim 22, said method com- 
prising progressively increasing a rate of release 
from said node of the traffic units received at said 
second input until a congestion stamp is received 
from a remote node in the network. 
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